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8.2 Introduction 

Maria, the principal of a school with a significant number of English learner students (ELs) is looking at 
school data in order to make decisions about her schoohs academic program. She wished that her university 
preparation program had prepared her better to use these and other data in her decision-making process. 
Today, she has just received the annual CELDT (California English Language Development Test) results. 

1 This content is available online at <http://cnx.Org/content/m41031/l.4/>. 

2 http://cnx.org/content / m41031 /latest / CAPEAlogo.png/image 
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These data provide insights into ELs’ listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills. She is pleased to 
see that several students may qualify to be reclassified as proficient in English. All of the students being 
considered for reclassification have an overall score of Early Advanced on the CELDT even though some have 
one area of the four domains still in the intermediate range. Overall, these students are developing English 
proficiency. The principal consults the most recent achievement results for the California Standards Test 
(CST) for these ELs and sees that several of these students were at least at the Basic level of achievement at 
the end of the previous school year. She is going to schedule meetings with teachers to discuss the progress 
of each student. At this rate, the school should have no trouble meeting the AM AO (Annual Measurable 
Achievement Objective) under the NCLB requirements for percent of English learners who are reclassified. 
She knows that students who are reclassified may still need services to improve both language and academic 
skills. Maria has found that she is learning to be an instructional leader, but it hasn’t been easy. 

This article discusses the decisions that school leaders must make to reclassify students as fluent and 
proficient in English and the implications that reclassification decisions could have for the future achievement 
of those students. The study examined the achievement gap between English learners and the overall student 
population and the reclassification of English learners as proficient in English in schools across three California 
counties. Both a discussion of the achievement gap and a description of English learners and accountability 
factors are included. The theoretical underpinnings of language acquisition and assessment of language and 
achievement are presented. Finally, the results of the study are presented along with implications for school 
leaders to consider during the reclassification process. 


8.3 The Problem 

The number of English learners is rapidly increasing in public schools across the nation. California has 
the largest percentage of English learners of any state (American Institutes for Research, 2006; Gandara, 
Rumberger, Maxwell-Jolly & Callahan, 2003; Lachat, 2004; National Center, 2004; Tasci, 2009). Even 
though these students speak a language at home that is other than English, at least half of them are actually 
born in the United States (Lachat, 2004). With the increasing accountability demands of the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001 and the growing English learner population, there is significant pressure for educational 
leaders and teachers to find ways to effectively meet the unique needs of this diverse population and to 
help them achieve at the same levels as other students. Federal accountability for the English learner group 
includes level of academic achievement, growth in English language fluency, and the percentage of students 
reclassified as proficient in English. While achievement and language fluency are measured with standardized 
tests, reclassification is a more subjective process that takes those standardized measures into account but 
also includes teacher and administrator input. Does this subjectivity create a situation that allows ELs 
to be reclassified as English proficient and thereby deny them the very services needed to ensure that the 
achievement gap is closed? These are the issues faced by teachers and leaders in today’s schools. 

8.3.1 Historical Context 

As early as the 1960s, the question of how best to meet the needs of English learners was a focus of 
controversy. In addition to evidence from research studies, several pieces of legislation paved the way for 
bilingual education. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited discrimination in programs that were federally 
funded. The Act stated that students had the right to meaningful and effective instruction. This Act was 
followed by the Bilingual Education Acts of 1968 and 1974. Under these acts (Title VII), schools and districts 
could apply for funds to develop programs designed to meet the specialized needs of the English learners 
being served (Mora, 2005). The Equal Educational Opportunity Act of 1974 also passed and stated that 
to prevent participation in instruction through language barriers constituted a denial of equal educational 
opportunity. This gave legislative backing for lawsuits that cited lack of access to a free and appropriate 
education. 

The Lau v. Nichols (1974) decision was used to support the argument for providing bilingual classes 
where possible. It was followed by passage of the Civil Rights Language Minority Regulations in 1980 that 
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included four basic pieces: the identification of students who could be English learners, assessment of those 
students to determine language proficiency, the provision of services for qualified students, and criteria for 
exiting the program once identified (Mora, 2005). An additional element was the requirement that bilingual 
instruction be delivered by qualified teachers. 

The Chacon-Moscone Bilingual-Bicultural Education act was also passed in 1974. This act established 
bilingual education programs to meet the needs of identified English learners, but, in 1987, the then Gov¬ 
ernor of California, Governor Deukmejian rejected the reauthorization and the law was allowed to expire 
(Mora, 2005). In 1996, four California school districts were granted waivers that allowed them to eliminate 
their bilingual programs in favor of English-only programs. A court later ruled that the waivers had been 
unnecessary because California law had already been changed when the law requiring bilingual education had 
been allowed to sunset. Two months later, in May of 1998, Governor Pete Wilson gave school districts the 
flexibility to use bilingual programs or English immersion to meet the needs of the English learners (Mora, 
2005). The following month, on June 3, 1998, Proposition 227 passed. It basically required English-only 
programs be implemented and that bilingual programs be dismantled unless otherwise requested by parents. 

While lawsuits in the 1970s and 1980s focused on guaranteeing English learners access to the content 
through bilingual instruction, the passage of Proposition 227 in 1998 in California created a requirement 
that instruction had to be delivered mostly, or entirely, in English (American Institutes for Research, 2006). 
Standards and curricular frameworks were already in use in California, so the required content had already 
been identified, but concern over access to the content under this new law remained. The concern initially 
focused on whether students were being given the opportunity to master the content if they were not allowed 
to receive instruction in the primary language. A follow-up study commissioned by the California Department 
of Education showed that the language of instruction might not be the major issue of concern for student 
achievement (AIR, 2006; Parrish, Linquanti, & Merickel, 2002). The greater concern, it seemed, might be 
school-related factors including appropriate language development and rigor of instruction. Passage of 227 
was followed by the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 2002 as the No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001. 

The NCLB legislation produced even greater accountability measures and tied that accountability to 
funding. The issue for schools and districts now focused on accountability for student learning and whether 
schools provided adequate resources for students to have the opportunity to master the content of the 
standards rather than simply to be exposed to the content of the standards (Northwest Regional, 2008). In 
California schools serving populations living in poverty, both access and opportunity were again highlighted 
in a key court decision that changed state law. Known as the Williams’ Act, the law required school districts 
receiving Title I funds to prove that every child attending a high-poverty school has a current state-adopted 
text for each content area, that the school is in a good state of repair, and that the school is staffed with 
qualified teachers (California Department of Education, 2009b; Settlement, 2004). The Williams’ Settlement 
along with Proposition 227 and the accountability of NCLB led the way to an era of accountability for 
materials, instruction and results for all populations, including English learners. 

8.3.2 The Achievement Gap 

The achievement gap has been the subject of discussion for many years. Possible explanations for the gap 
have been offered that range from poverty to lack of teacher expectations. Some assume that a gap in 
achievement is inevitable, while others claim that the achievement gap exists because of an educational 
system that is not set up to meet the needs of the children that walk through its doors (Johnson, 2002). 
According to the National Governor’s Association, the achievement gap is related to both race and class 
and “is one of the most pressing education-policy challenges that states currently face” (National Governor’s 
Association, n.d.). 

The achievement gap is often blamed on poverty and the parents—factors outside the control of the 
schools (Danielson, 2002; Wallerstein & Bernstein, 1999). These reasons were also cited in the Coleman 
Report (1966); however, more recent research has shown that race, poverty and other parental factors are 
only a part of the problem. Borman found that educational experiences, including the socio-economic and 
ethnic make-up of the school attended, account for up to 40% of the variance in achievement (Viadero, 
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2006). Children living in poverty may enter school with less vocabulary, fewer life experiences, and less 
exposure to print resources. This is particularly true of English learners who may enter school with no 
English, a lack of understanding of the mainstream culture, often live in poverty, and have parents who have 
a culturally different expectation of their role in their child’s education. This can result in schools having 
lower expectations for these students, cultural bias, and school alienation of students and parents (Lindsey, 
Roberts, & CambellJones, 2005). 

Since the passage of California Proposition 227, which mandated English only instruction in 1998, children 
who enter school not speaking English must sink or swim, because support for their primary language may 
not be available or even permissible. As a result, while their English-speaking peers begin learning the 
required content standards right from day one of instruction, English learners may become submersed in a 
sea of foreign experiences in a language that they do not yet speak or understand. English learners begin to 
learn on day one as well, but their learning is about navigating a foreign place and a foreign language, not 
yet about the content standards required by the state. 

The result is that many of these ELs make less than a full year’s growth related to the content standards 
required for the academic year. If English learners enter school in kindergarten, they may quickly pick up 
enough English to benefit from much of the instruction related to the content standards. However, the older 
an English learner is upon school entry, the more difficult it can be to learn both the English language and 
the content of the standards quickly enough. Research shows that when students struggle to make progress 
year after year, they fall further and further behind (Clark, 2009; Short & Echevarria, 2004/2005; Thomas 
& Collier, 2002). Year after year of school failure results in high drop out rates over time (Murphy, 2010). 

While recent reports show that all subgroups of students are performing better on standards-based 
assessments, they also show that the gap persists between the subgroups of those who speak English as 
a primary language and those who do not (Parker-Burgard, 2009). The data strongly suggest that while 
schools continue to make changes that generally support student learning, the changes do not necessarily 
support all groups of students in achieving equally. The result is that the gap in achievement widens over 
time or continues to exist even though all groups are achieving at higher levels than previously (Murphy, 
2010 ). 

To make matters worse, children who enter some schools already “behind,” make less progress than their 
more advantaged peers. As a result, the longer they spend in school, the further behind they become (Haycock 
& Chenoweth, 2005; Murphy, 2010). This is because, once students are behind, the curriculum these students 
experience is often more basic than the curriculum offered to their more advantaged peers. This lack of rigor 
translates into lower expectations and achievement and a vicious circle where students continue to fall further 
and further behind. Lack of growth in achievement is often coupled with low expectations for these students. 
Rather than examining the specifics of data and the academic program, parents, poverty, and the students 
themselves are somehow blamed for poor academic achievement. This attitude makes it seem as if schools 
and students are powerless to change this destiny. Educational leaders must not only focus efforts to close 
the gap between student groups but also work to change existing paradigms of deficit thinking. 

In spite of the increasing achievement targets of NCLB, some schools are turning student achievement 
around and exiting program improvement status. In these schools, all students have the opportunity to learn 
and leaders focus the school on all students succeeding. Yet a common program among the schools does not 
appear to exist other than they have chosen to ensure that the curriculum addresses two important things: 
1) academic English language development and 2) curricular alignment with the content standards (Carr & 
Harris, 2001; Marzano, 2003; O’Shea, 2005; Squires, 2009). While these are not the only changes made, they 
are often a part of the change formula. 

A focus on standards is essential, but Haycock (2001) notes that standards are not enough. In addition 
to standards, a rigorous curriculum aligned to the standards, assistance for students who are struggling, 
knowledgeable teachers, and a belief that all students can achieve are also essential elements. One way to 
align instruction to standards is to align assessments to the content of the standards. Common assessments 
provide the fuel for leaders to promote teacher collaboration in order to increase teacher capacity for teaching 
at a rigorous level and pace. This does not just happen, it happens by design with capacity building for 
students, teachers, and leaders (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006; Huff, 2008; Littie, Gearhart, Currie, 
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A lack of academic language and literacy is a major part of the problem. Zwiers (2004/2005) describes 
academic language as a third language specific to schools, textbooks, and assessments. According to Dutro 
and Kinsella (2010), academic language must include a focus on multiple meaning words and academic 
words that are high in frequency and apply across content areas (e.g., analysis). Students need to learn to 
recognize, understand, and use these words in a variety of contexts in order to fully benefit from instruction 
and to have the ability to demonstrate their full range of knowledge on academic tests. 

Standards, curriculum alignment, valid assessments, academic language, grammar, and vocabulary are 
all critical for these students. Moreover, awareness of culture and cultural bias are essential for schools 
working with diverse populations. Educational leaders must examine their own personal biases and ask staff 
to do the same (Lindsey, et ah, 2005). Only when they understand their own biases can they develop ways 
to effectively work with students and families from diverse cultures. These are tools and processes that the 
effective school leader of today must have a working knowledge of. 

8.3.3 English Learners and Accountability 

NCLB not only requires that English learners show progress toward academic proficiency, it also requires that 
an English language development test be in use that is aligned to the English language development standards. 
In California, that assessment instrument is the CELDT (California English Language Development Test) 
which was developed in 2000 (California Department of Education, n.d.). The CELDT assesses English 
language proficiency in all four language domains: reading, writing, speaking, and listening (Questions, 
2009). It also provides a common assessment instrument used across the state to measure growth in English 
proficiency (Mora, 2006). The CELDT uses a five level scale. Students receive an overall score and separate 
scores in each language domain. 

The CELDT results not only provide data related to progress toward proficiency in English, they are also 
one of the four criteria taken into consideration when deciding whether a student is ready to be reclassified 
as fluent English proficient (RFEP) (California Department of Education, 2009a). The other three criteria 
include achievement in relation to peers who are English-only (those who speak English as a first and only 
language) and the input of the teacher and of the parent or guardian. Although students who are reclassified 
do not continue to take the CELDT, their academic progress continues to be monitored. 


8.4 Research Questions 

This study examined the relationship of English language acquisition and achievement to determine if English 
learners are truly benefiting from the accountability measures so that school leaders can use the findings to 
ensure equitable practices for all students. Five questions were investigated: 

1. How do the language acquisition levels of the English learner subgroup of each target school as measured 
by the CELDT relate to academic achievement of the English learner subgroup attending the same 
target school as measured by the California Standards Tests for each school year from 2006-07 to 
2008-09? 

2. How does the growth in English language arts achievement of the English learner subgroup of each 
target school relate to the growth in achievement of the overall school population attending the same 
target school for each school year from 2004-05 to 2008-09 as measured by the California Standards 
Tests? 

3. How do the patterns of achievement of the overall populations of the target schools relate to the 
reclassification rates of the English learner subgroups attending the target schools for each school year 
from 2004-05 to 2008-09? 

4. How does the percentage of English learners at a school relate to student achievement? 

5. How does the percentage of English learners at a school relate to reclassification rates? 
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8.4.1 Theoretical Underpinnings 

Numerous recent studies examining some aspect of the achievement of English learners have been conducted 
(Abedi, 2008; Alvarez Greeson, 2008; Dean, 2006; Flynn, 2002; Karantinos, 2009; Olmstead, 2004; Pagan, 
2005; Rodriguez, 2008; Weber, 2005). While the specific emphasis for each of these studies was different, 
a common finding was that certain factors matter more than others. For English learners, a key factor is 
language proficiency and the assessments that monitor and inform the language acquisition process (Abedi, 
2008; Bielenberg & Wong Fillmore, 2004/2005; Cummins, 1981; Johnson, 2009; Kain & Singleton, 1996; Lee 
& Burkham, 2002; Marzano, 2004; Short & Echevarria, 2004/2005; Zwiers, 2004/2005). A second factor 
related to language proficiency and academic achievement is the ability to understand and use academic 
vocabulary for learning academic content (Aguila, 2010; Cummins, 2000; Dutro & Kinsella, 2010; Goldenberg 
& Coleman, 2010; Marzano & Pickering, 2005; Saunders & Goldenberg, 2010; Snow & Katz, 2010; Soto- 
Hinman & Hetzel, 2009). Language proficiency involves the ability to use and understand social and academic 
language in a variety of contexts. This level of vocabulary and language-use is constructed over time through 
explicit instruction that helps students to build the ability to understand and use the target language in 
all four language domains with attention to the purpose and the audience (Cummins, 1984; Snow & Katz, 
2010). 

Cummins (1981, 1984, 2000) described a theoretical framework for language proficiency as including three 
things. First, it needed to include a developmental viewpoint that accounted for levels of proficiency of both 
native speakers and language learners. The framework also needed to account for both social and academic 
discourse demands and had to include developmental connections between the primary and target languages. 

Based on the sociocultural context of schooling, the framework Cummins (2000) proposed included four 
quadrants along two continuums. The vertical continuum addressed the level of cognitive demand involved in 
the communication: the amount of information the learner needed to process in order to fully participate in 
the activity or communicative exchange. The horizontal continuum addressed the level of contextual support 
present in the communication that would support expression and reception of meaning (See Figure 1). 
Quadrant A represented context-embedded, cognitively undemanding communications as would be expected 
in social exchanges. Quadrant C also represented cognitively undemanding communications, but with less 
contextual support for the communication, much as would be expected for a phone call, for instance, on a 
familiar topic. Both quadrants B and D represented communicative tasks for which the person might not 
be as familiar with the vocabulary. As a result, these communications would require a significant level of 
cognitive energy to fully participate in the communication. 
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Cognitively Demanding Language Tasks and Activities 

Figure 1. A representation of Cummins’ quadrants. Illustrates how each quadrant represents task 
demand. For example, tasks that fall in quadrant A are both context embedded and cognitively undemanding. 
Tasks in quadrant B are more language dependent but are scaffolded through the use of visuals to support 
comprehension. Adapted from Cummins, 1984. 

Something significant about the quadrants for education is that if a subject or concept is unfamiliar 
and little context is provided to support comprehension, the learner will not be able to fully participate in 
the communication. The learner may simply not understand the communication or may misunderstand the 
intended message. All too often, classroom instruction emphasizes context-reduced cognitively demanding 
texts and methods. Not only does this result in decreased learning of the content for English learners, this 
instructional delivery often results in English learners not developing the academic skills they need to achieve 
language fluency (Cummins, 1981; Short & Echevarria, 2004/2005). This is both an argument for bilingual 
instruction that supports development of the concepts prior to instruction in the target language and for the 
use of sheltered instruction techniques that provide context in this cognitively demanding instructional situ¬ 
ation (Short & Echevarria, 2004/2005; Krashen, 1981). While the emphasis of instruction is on the content, 
the additional context provided shifts the focus onto making meaning which supports both comprehension 
and language acquisition. Context alone is not enough. Research also supports communications-based in¬ 
struction where the emphasis is on both comprehensible input and group activities that require learners 
to make connections and to use the content-related language to communicate ideas and opinions regarding 
relevant tasks (Carrigan, 2009; Dutro & Kinsella, 2010; Snow & Katz, 2010). This requires students to 
meaningfully use the language as well as to understand it. Participation needs to be well-structured in an 
environment that makes learners feel safe to participate (Carrigan, 2009; Krashen, 1981). 

8.4.2 Language Proficiency and Assessment 

Language assessments provide data that demonstrate growth in language proficiency. Assessments of aca¬ 
demic achievement should provide data that demonstrate growth relative to the academic content of the 
standards. For English learners, the results of content assessments can be misleading due to language con¬ 
straints (Abedi, 2004). The language complexity of items can affect both the validity and reliability of the 
results. This phenomenon was verified by researchers using linguistically modified items on released National 
Assessment of Educational Progress math items. The assessments of content using these slightly modified 
items consistently resulted in higher scores for English learners (Abedi & Lord, 2001). 
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While California does not allow linguistic modification of test items, the state does monitor language 
assessment and reclassification data. This practice has important implications for identification of schools 
that are successfully addressing the needs of their English learners. The data from content-related assessments 
alone may not give a complete picture since even students that demonstrate proficiency in English still 
struggle on standardized tests (Bielenberg & Wong-Fillmore, 2004/2005; Zwiers, 2004/2005). However, with 
the joint use of language acquisition assessments and reclassification data, leaders can have a more complete 
picture of how successful their districts are in meeting the demands of their English learners. 

8.4.3 Academic Vocabulary Development 

In order to develop full English proficiency, including the ability to apply that knowledge for the purpose 
of academic learning, the acquisition of academic vocabulary and concepts is a necessity (Abedi, 2004; 
Bielenberg & Wong Fillmore, 2004/2005; Goldenberg & Coleman, 2010; Saunders & Goldenberg, 2010; Soto- 
Hinman & Hetzel, 2009; Marzano & Pickering, 2005; Zwiers, 2004/2005). Far too often, English learners 
get to the Intermediate level of language acquisition and do not progress beyond that point for years (Clark, 
2009; Freeman & Freeman, 2002). As a result, these students continue to be classified as English learners for 
several years and do not achieve academic proficiency (Clark, 2009; Cummins, 1981; Freeman & Freeman, 
2002; Lachat, 2004). While these students are able to converse well in English, they lack the academic 
language proficiency needed to fully participate in academic instruction at the level of rigor required to meet 
challenging academic standards (Bielenberg & Wong Fillmore, 2004/2005; Cummins, 1981). As a result, 
these students are left behind their peers and effectively locked out of the very educational opportunities 
that would support them in being full participants in an English-speaking society. 

The most pressing issue is the fact that academic language is the language of text books and of academic 
achievement tests. Yet unlike social language that develops over time through repeated encounters that 
may be social in nature, academic language must be thoughtfully taught (Bielenberg & Wong Fillmore, 
2004/2005; Dutro & Kinsella, 2010; Snow & Katz, 2010; Zwiers, 2004/2005). This type of instruction 
ensures comprehension of the concept and learning of the associated vocabulary (Krashen, 1981). In a 
society where such a heavy emphasis is placed on the results of academic achievement tests, knowledge of 
academic vocabulary and language structures is absolutely essential for student achievement and success 
(Abedi, 2004; Bielenberg & Wong Fillmore, 2004/2005; Cummins, 1981; Goldenberg & Coleman, 2010; 
Marzano & Pickering, 2005; Soto-Hinman & Hetzel, 2009; Zwiers, 2004/2005). 

8.4.4 The Relationship of Leadership to Learning 

What role do leaders play in student learning? A number of studies have linked student achievement to 
effective school leadership. Marzano, Waters, and McNulty (2005) performed a meta-analysis involving hun¬ 
dreds of studies including nearly one and a half million students and identified 21 responsibilities of school 
leaders that contribute to increased student achievement. Two of the responsibilities with the highest cor¬ 
relation to learning, Knowledge of curriculum, instruction, and assessment and Participation in curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment combined are at the core of effective instructional leadership. Many of the other 
responsibilities link to these two. 

Similarly, a number of other studies have found a relationship between effective leadership and learning. 
Leithwood and Walstrom (2008) identified many of the same traits as Marzano, Waters and McNulty (2005). 
Other studies found one or more leadership factors linked to student learning (Cotton, 1995; Fuhrman, Clune, 
& Elmore, 1988; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Leithwood & Reihl, 2003; Levine, & Lezotte, 1990; Murphy & 
Louis, 1994; Ogawa & Bossert, 1995; Rosenholtz, 1985; Sammons, Hillman, & Mortimore, 1995; van de Grift 
& Houtveen, 1999). School leaders must know which effective leadership traits and practices contribute to 
student learning and make use of them in their daily work. 
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8.5 Research Design 

This correlational population study examined the achievement levels of public school students attending 
elementary schools over time. The archived data from two criterion-referenced tests were used in this study: 
the CELDT and the California Standards Test (CST). Each is administered annually. The CELDT measures 
language proficiency in English and is given annually in the fall, whereas the CSTs measure academic 
achievement relative to standards and are given in the spring. All English learners and students who may 
be classified as English learners take the CELDT, but only elementary students in grades 2-6 take the CSTs. 
Only the overall English language arts scores from the CSTs and the overall scores from the CELDT were 
utilized for the current study. The data were publicly available for download from the California Department 
of Education’s website, Dataquest. 

Data from the CELDT were downloaded only for 2006-07 and beyond because a common scale for the 
scores was not established until that time. As a result the scores from previous years may have had limited 
comparability. 

During the time period on which this study focused, there were a total of 372 elementary schools in the 
three target California counties. The counties were chosen for their location and the population unique to 
that area which is a region of high English leraner populations. To be identified as part of the sample set 
of elementary schools, the school not only had to serve Kindergarten through 6th grade, it also had to have 
an English learner population greater than 100 students in each of the five testing years. In addition, school 
achievement data, as well as language acquisition and reclassification data, needed to be available for all the 
target years. In the initial collection of data, totals for students who were initially tested to determine if 
they would be classified as English learners were not included if their results indicated they were ultimately 
classified as Initially Fluent English Proficient (IFEP) and, therefore, were not English learners. 

8.5.1 Population 

In County A, 61 schools in seven separate districts met the criteria for inclusion. Of those 61 schools, only 
19 schools did not have a 100% free and reduced lunch percentage. Only two of those 19 fell below a 67% 
rate of free and reduced lunches. 

In County B, only nine schools, all within the same district, met the criteria for inclusion. The percentage 
of students reported as participating in the free and reduced lunch program varied across the school from as 
low as 53% to as much as 95% of the school population. 

In County C, 20 schools in four different districts met the criteria for inclusion. Of those 20 schools, 10 
reported 100% participation in the free and reduced lunch program. The percentage of students reported as 
participating in the free and reduced lunch program in the remaining 10 schools varied from as low as 65% 
to as high as 97%. 

8.5.2 Statistical Analyses and Results 

In this study, the group achievement of English Learners was compared to the group language proficiency 
level, to the achievement of the overall school population, and to the percentage of English learners enrolled 
at a school site. Additionally, reclassification rates were examined in relation to both group achievement and 
the percentage of EL enrollment. 

Pearson correlations were conducted to examine the relationship between EL achievement scores from 
each year (2006-07, 2007-08, and 2008-09) and score of Early Advanced (EA) or Advanced (A) for each year 
(see Table 1). The results in each year were significant suggesting that as the percentage of students who 
scored at the Early Advanced and Advanced levels on the CELDT (California English Language Development 
Test) increased, so did the percentage of English learners who scored in the Proficient range on the California 
state standards assessment (CST). This is reasonable given that a language proficiency score in the Early 
Advanced and Advanced ranges indicates a significant level of language proficiency. Higher levels of academic 
language proficiency are needed for students to be able to fully participate in academic content instruction. 
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Pearson Correlations between English Learner (EL) Scores from Each Year and Score of 
Early Advanced (EA) or Advanced (A) for Each Year 
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Score of EA or A for 
2006-07 

Score of EA or A for 
2007-08 

Score of EA or A for 
2008-09 

EL Score 

0.45** 

0.44** 

0.45** 


Table 8.1 


Note. ** p < .001 

Pearson correlations conducted to assess the relationship between the achievement of ELs and the overall 
student population of the school showed that as the achievement scores of English learners went up, so did 
those of the overall school population (see Table 2). 

Pearson Correlations between English Learners (EL) and the Overall School Population 

(OA) by Year 



OA (2004-05) 

OA (2005-06) 

OA (2006-07) 

OA (2007-08) 

OA (2008-09) 

EL 

0.89** 

0.88** 

0.85** 

0.84** 

0.83** 


Table 8.2 


Note. ** p < .001 

A Bonferroni post hoc test conducted to determine where the differences lie in mean scores by year 
showed that the gap between the performances of the English learners and the overall scores of all students 
remained roughly the same (see Table 3). This finding regarding the achievement gap was similar to findings 
in other recent studies (American Institutes for Research, 2006; Jepsen & deAlth, 2005). 

Means and Standard Deviations of English Learners (EL) and Overall (OA) Scores by Year 



EL 


OA 


Average 


Year 

M 

SD 

M 

SD 

M 

SD 

2004-05 

16.24 

8.53 

23.33 

8.53 

19.79 

8.52 

2005-06 

21.52 

9.14 

28.15 

9.14 

24.84 

9.14 

2006-07 

23.71 

8.67 

29.39 

8.67 

26.55 

8.68 

2007-08 

26.42 

9.12 

32.07 

9.12 

29.25 

9.12 

2008-09 

31.50 

9.34 

36.80 

9.34 

34.15 

9.34 


Table 8.3 


A significant negative finding of this study was that as the percentage of English learners at a school 
increased, the overall percentage of students at that school who achieved Proficiency on the CST decreased 
(see Table 4). In other words, there was a negative correlation between the percentage of EL students and 
overall school achievement. This was similar to findings by Fry (2008). 

Pearson Correlations between Percentages of English Learner (EL) Students and Overall 

(OA) Scores by Year 
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OA (2004-05) 

OA (2005-06) 

OA (2006-07) 

OA(2007-08) 

OA (2008-09) 

Percentage of 
EL Students 

-0.48** 

-0.60** 

-0.54** 

-0.52** 

-0.47** 


Table 8.4 


Note. ** p < .001 

While overall achievement rates went down slightly when the number of English learners rose, reclas¬ 
sification rates, the rate at which EL students are reclassified to fluent English speakers, were unaffected 
by the percentage of English learners enrolled or by the overall achievement rates (see Table 5). In other 
words, even as the number of English learners increased and achievement scores were adversely affected, the 
reclassification rates did not change significantly as a result of either of these factors. 


Correlations between Percentages of English Learners (EL) and Students Who Have Been 

Reclassihed for Each Year 



Percentage of 
EL (2004-05) 

Percentage of 
EL (2005-06) 

Percentage of 
EL (2006-07) 

Percentage of 
EL (2007-08) 

Percentage of 
EL (2008-09) 

Percentage of 
Students Who 
Have Been Re¬ 
classified 

0.17 

0.14 

0.08 

0.05 

-0.06 


Table 8.5 

Reclassification rates were also compared to percentages of English learners who scored in the proficient 
range on the California Standards Tests (CSTs). Pearson correlations were conducted to assess the rela¬ 
tionship between the percentages of students who were proficient each year and the percentage of students 
reported as reclassified for each year (2004-05, 2005-06, 2006-07, 2007-08, and 2008-09). Results for all of the 
correlations were not significant, suggesting that there was no relationship between percentages of EL scores 
and percentage of reclassified students for each year. Results of the correlations are presented in Table 6. 


Correlations between Percentages of English Learner (EL) Scores and Percentage of 

Reclassihed Students by Year 



EL (2004-05) 

EL (2005-06) 

EL (2006-07) 

EL (2007-08) 

EL (2008-09) 

Percentage of 

Reclassified 

Students 

0.15 

0.10 

0.16 

0.04 

0.10 


Table 8.6 


8.5.3 Exceptions to the Overall Findings 

Even though the overall findings described some important trends, there were several schools that stood 
out as exemplary exceptions to these findings. For example, a few schools showed a significant closure of 
the academic achievement gap between English learners and the English only students attending the same 
school (See schools # 1 and #2 in Table 7). The White students attending these two schools had significantly 
better achievement than English learners in 2004-05. These schools managed to maintain and improve that 
achievement level in the White students while showing dramatic improvement in achievement in the English 
learners. What can school leaders learn from these success stories? What role does leadership play in the 
success of the students? These questions and others must be explored by leaders. 
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Other schools also showed growth in both groups, yet the gap between the groups grew over the five school 
years that were targeted in this study. While many schools fell somewhere in between, English Learners in 
schools 1 and 2 made significant growth while English Learners in schools 3 and 4 suffered significant losses. 


Achievement Gaps in Four Sample Schools between English Learners (EL) and White 

Subgroups 



2004-05 

EL 

2004-05 

White 

2004-05 

Gap 

2008-09 

EL 

2008-09 

White 

2008-09 

Gap 

Gap Dif¬ 
ference 

School 1 

30.8 

63.2 

32.4 

46.1 

65.7 

19.6 

- 12.8 

School 2 

27.7 

58.7 

31.0 

47.7 

64.4 

16.7 

- 14.3 

School 3 

10.4 

18.8 

8.4 

27.7 

46.7 

19.0 

+ 10.6 

School 4 

5.5 

9.1 

3.6 

31.1 

72.7 

41.6 

+ 38.0 


Table 8.7 


8.6 Implications 

What can school leaders learn from this study? Possibly the greatest implication from the findings of this 
study is that while a growing overall assessment score often indicates a growing English learner subgroup 
score, the achievement gap still persists which indicates that schools still have a long way to go to achieve 
equity and equality. Although the percentage of English learners who are academically proficient has grown, 
the White subgroup has grown even more implying that changes in curriculum and instruction are benefiting 
all students. In spite of that overall benefit, the changes are most likely still general strategies that benefit 
all students but are not specifically designed to meet the needs of English learners. 

Another indication that schools have a long way to go is that reclassification rates remain unchanged in 
spite of growing achievement. This may be due to the criteria and teacher judgment, but presumably higher 
achievement should be paired with increased language proficiency. The lack of a relationship between the 
two implies that the criteria for reclassification may be questionable. Furthermore, while schools may be 
seeing increased achievement due to curriculum and instruction changes related to the content standards, 
curriculum and instruction changes related to language development may not be as wide-spread or as ef¬ 
fectively implemented. The importance of these findings cannot be understated for school leaders who are 
working to close the achievement gap and to promote equity for all students. 

8.6.1 The Need for Professional Development 

Not only do leaders and teachers need training in teaching and assessing a second language, they specifically 
need training that will help them to develop an understanding of how to bridge the gap between conversational 
and academic language development. It is alarming that 60% or more of all English learners in the nation 
do not progress beyond the intermediate level (Clark, 2009). This fact alone indicates that the instruction 
being provided for these students may not adequately address their academic and language needs. 

Indeed, developing language at the intermediate level indicates that educators do a good job of developing 
conversational vocabulary and language structures, but it also indicates that these students are not devel¬ 
oping an adequate understanding of academic vocabulary and language structures typical of those found in 
textbooks, higher level course work, and assessments. As a result, many EL students may never be reclas¬ 
sified, and some may even be inappropriately placed in special education programs because of their lack of 
academic progress. 

Leaders need to look beyond growing scores in the data to examine subgroups and determine if subgroups 
are actually making an adequate level of growth. This must be followed by an examination of possible reasons 
for the gap, including both cultural and instructional implications (Johnson, 2002; Lindsey, et ah, 2005). 
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Only then can a course of professional development be identified that is likely to address gaps in student 
achievement. 


8.7 Recommendations for Practice 

Schools and the leaders and teachers in those schools must take a long hard look at the programs they 
provide to make sure that the instruction English learners receive is culturally relevant and is both aligned 
to the standards and to the specific language forms and functions necessary to ensure these students have 
the academic language skills needed to fully benefit from academic content instruction. If the data reveal a 
large number of EL students not progressing beyond the intermediate level, then resources and instructional 
methodologies could be explored to meet the specific needs of these students. Planning and implementing 
methodology that supports academic language fluency could be supported through professional development 
and partnerships with schools that have already achieved these results. 

Schools district leaders and teachers should investigate their own data to determine if there is a relation¬ 
ship between reclassification rates and CELDT and CST performance. Because students can qualify to be 
reclassified in California at the Early Advanced level even if one language domain is actually at the Interme¬ 
diate level, it is critical to determine if there is achievement evidence that supports reclassification decisions 
over time. Only through the exploration of the patterns of achievement of the English learners who are 
reclassified can a district determine if its internal reclassification process results in reclassification decisions 
that truly indicate a student is proficient in English at a level that allows that student to fully participate in 
academic instruction in all language domains. Moreover, school leaders need to consider whether decisions 
to reclassify a student are being driven by what is best for the student or what is best for the school’s and 
district’s accountability measures. 

Unfortunately, achievement scores can be “Basic” rather than “Proficient” when considering reclassifica¬ 
tion. This means that the student is no longer classified as an English learner and is no longer identified as 
needing English language development (ELD), yet the student may still have considerable language develop¬ 
ment needs at the academic vocabulary and language structure levels which are preventing the student from 
achieving academic proficiency. While some schools may continue to provide ELD to these students, it is 
more likely that the greater percentage do not. Examining a district’s patterns of reclassification and achieve¬ 
ment can help a district determine if its current policies are effective in terms of the long term academic 
success of its English learners. 

The other consideration is whether the subjective elements of the state’s reclassification guidelines need 
to be revised. While an overall score of Early Advanced does indicate language fluency according to the 
scoring criteria, the fact that an individual domain can still be at the Intermediate level is questionable, 
since the Intermediate level indicates conversational fluency and not academic language fluency. This fact, 
combined with the fact that even at Early Advanced levels of language proficiency, the student is not fully 
proficient in English, makes these criteria questionable as a basis for the decision to reclassify a student as 
proficient in English and then expect that student to be able to have the same level of access to curriculum 
and instruction as an English-only peer. 


8.8 Conclusion 

This study resulted in many implications regarding the academic and language achievement of English learn¬ 
ers as well as the strong leadership necessary to bring about higher achievement. The issue of reclassification 
and how it is addressed needs to be explored further. A reclassification process that uses valid data from 
multiple assessments and that does not permit the reclassification of English learners who are not fluent in all 
language domains and who are not yet academically proficient would ensure a more rigorous and consistent 
process. The fact that it is acceptable to deem a student as proficient in a language when the assessment 
results indicate that the student still has identified gaps in proficiency sends the message that some standards 
are more rigorous than others and that some students are still expected to achieve higher standards than 
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are other students. There is one set of content standards that all students are held accountable to meet. 
Under the current system, the message is that less than proficient is acceptable for English learners, which 
serves to maintain the status quo rather than to close the gap. Only when the language standards are also 
held high and consistent will no English learner be left behind. As leaders, no child left behind is the only 
acceptable alternative. Our leadership preparation programs and our current school leaders must develop 
the knowledge and skills necessary to ensure the learning of ALL students. 
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